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Narrative vs PowerPoint: for leaders, it may
not be a matter of fact
Michael Carriger
W
hat learning actually takes place when the CEO of the organization delivers a
PowerPoint presentation outlining corporate strategy – replete with facts and
figures, graphs and charts – at an All-Hands meeting? As a test, one organization
that had experienced rapid growth over the past five years, as well as shifting strategic
priorities, interviewed key managers three months after such a presentation. The study
revealed that the managers, from various functional areas within the organization, had
different ideas about what the corporate strategy was. (See box, ‘‘Strategy? What
employees didn’t learn from the PowerPoint show alone.’’) Some saw the corporation as
focusing on differentiation, others interpreted the strategy as being close to the customer,
and a few believed that the goal was to be low-cost leader.
Why couldn’t these managers identify a consistent, comprehensive corporate strategy? Was
the CEO’s PowerPoint presentation less than clear? Were the graphics not compelling
enough? Is there a disconnect between the strategy stated in the PowerPoint presentation
and the actual strategy employed in the day-to-day activities of the corporation? Or could it
be that PowerPoint presentations of facts and figures, charts and graphs, and colorful
graphics are just not the most effective way to explain strategy? Given these uncertainties,
there’s a case to be made that corporations need replace their PowerPoint presentations
with a program that includes a memorable narrative or story that will make strategy
persuasive and memorable – one that will capture hearts and minds as well as drive
strategy.
This is the story of how one company, a medium-sized, defense contractor, implemented
such a program. But before describing the process, a review of the research that supports
this approach is in order.
The Denning methodology
One researcher, Steven Denning, has written numerous articles demonstrating how narrative
can be a formidable tool in the hands of a skillful business leader. He concludes that ‘‘the
choice for managers in organizations is not so much whether to be involved in storytelling –
they can hardly do otherwise – but rather whether to use storytelling unwittingly and clumsily
or intelligently and skillfully.’’
Denning argues that although analysis drives business decisions, in order to motivate
employees to achieve business results, leaders must use narrative to energize and motivate
those employees. Specifically, a good leader needs to use a compelling narrative to inspire
followers to achieve business goals and link actions in a causal sequence to business
outcomes. Denning describes two specific kinds of narratives that he sees as particularly
suited to leadership environments:
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B The ‘‘springboard story’’ – a concise, positive, action-oriented narrative aimed at
communicating complex ideas and inspiring action in listeners.
B The ‘‘identity story’’– an authentic, revealing narrative laced with humor that is aimed at
conveying the leader’s identity to followers.
Denning describes seven general uses for narratives:
B As a ‘‘springboard story’’ to convey complex ideas and motivate others to action.
B To transmit knowledge and understanding.
B As an ‘‘identity story’’ to convey who you are as a leader.
B To transmit values.
B To generate high-performance teams.
B To neutralize harmful rumors.
B To outline the future and explain how the business needed to adapt.
All facts aren’t equal
An earlier theorist, John Searle, offers a model that could be used to explain why narratives
might be such a useful tool for leaders. Searle argues that there are three types of facts.
There are brute facts, such as ‘‘hydrogen atoms have one electron – totally independent of
any human opinion.’’ There are social facts, which are facts that a group agrees are facts.
And then there are institutional facts; these are the socially constructed facts. Believable
stories or narratives are examples of institutional facts according to Searle.
Searle argues that institutional facts emerge spontaneously out of social facts. If this is the
case, it may require another institutional fact, a narrative, to insure that there is consistent
and accurate understanding of brute facts as they are transformed into social and then
institutional facts. For example, in an organizational setting an employee might look at all the
various decisions and actions that are made on a daily basis and conclude that there must
Strategy? What employees didn’t learn from the PowerPoint show alone
In a year that employees were presented only with the PowerPoint version of corporate strategy, a
survey of individual contributors, middle managers, and senior managers found widespread
confusion about what they remembered. Surveyed four months after the PowerPoint review of
corporate strategy, 13 employees identified the strategy as one of differentiation, 26 as one of focus
on customers, and 6 as one of cost leaders. The average confidence rating when making this
choice was 2.9 on a 5-point scale. This general pattern of results was similar when looking at
individual contributors, middle managers, senior managers or various functional areas singly.
Additionally, these employees were given the opportunity to select more than one competitive
advantage that describes the corporate strategy of this company. When given this option the
employees again seemed confused because they supplied a wide range of responses: two
employees continued to select a single competitive advantage, 24 selected a combination of
differentiation and customer focus, 15 selected a combination of either differentiation or customer
focus and cost leadership, and four selected all three competitive advantages. Again, however,
their average confidence rating when making this choice was 3.1 on a 5-point scale. This general
pattern of results was similar when looking at individual contributors, middle managers, senior
managers or various functional areas singly. Finally, the employees were asked to write the
corporate strategy in their own words, and again the responses were quite various. Seven
employees wrote about differentiation; eleven wrote about customer focus; two wrote about cost
leadership; seven wrote about differentiation and customer focus; seven wrote about either
differentiation or customer focus and cost leadership and nine wrote about all three competitive
advantages.
It seems fairly clear that, despite the benefit of a detailed PowerPoint presentation intended to
convey corporate strategy at an All-Hands meeting, the employees of this corporation have some
trouble remembering and articulating the strategy. This is the problem the comprehensive internal
communications initiative currently addressing.
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be some consistency and comprehension to these. Through social interactions, exchanges
of stories about these decisions and actions and meetings and events, the social group
decides that, in fact, a strategy must exist and identifies what they think this strategy must
be. This would be corporate strategy at the level of a social fact. As the notion of this
spontaneous, idiosyncratic corporate strategy is passed on to succeeding generations of
new employees in the organization it becomes ‘‘just the way things are done around here’’ or
perhaps more insidiously, ‘‘just the way we do things in this department or functional area.’’
This would be corporate strategy at the level of an institutional fact (Exhibit 1).
So narratives used by leaders can either help groups within the organization create social
and then institutional facts more in line with the brute facts or more in line with interpretation
of the brute facts that the leader desires. Or, narratives can help leaders to counteract
spontaneously occurring narratives by reconstructing institutional facts more in line with the
leader’s interpretation of the brute facts.
Crafting the corporate story
But how can this be done? Another researcher, Morgan Marzec suggests that a ‘‘corporate
story’’ helps employees understand a common vision for the future, shows employees a path
to follow to success, aligns leadership within the corporation, and drives consistent decision
making and action within the corporation. In other words, the use of narrative by leaders may
facilitate one of the most difficult challenges facing them, the dissemination of a well-defined
strategy through the organization. Marzec argues that a deliberate, focused approach must
be taken to craft the ‘‘corporate story’’ and it must be grounded in individual experience;
visual, clear, and concise; an achievable stretch; forward thinking; and connected to
observable possible behavior.
‘‘ What learning actually takes place when the CEO of the
organization delivers a PowerPoint presentation outlining
corporate strategy . . . at an All-Hands meeting? ’’
Exhibit 1 Model
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The case
A medium-sized, defense contractor is in the midst of implementing a comprehensive
internal communication program—one that develops and carefully reinforces a cogent
narrative – to communicate corporate strategy. The internal communication program (see
Exhibit 2) has four components: a Corporate History Intranet Site, a story told at the annual
All-Hands meeting, a monthly column in the corporate newsletter and a synopsis for
quarterly department Town Hall Meetings that supports the story told at the All-Hands
Meeting.
The Corporate History Intranet Site was conceived as a repository of corporate history told
through stories. The intranet site was designed to contain a timeline with links to yearly
archives. The archives contained stories and photographs about what happened that year of
significance. The intranet site also contained a blog posting, with entries written by various
managers and employees, focused on concrete representations of the corporate strategy.
Further, the intranet site included a multimedia window that contained a video of various
employee interviews. In the video, employees talked about the corporation, its history and
corporate strategy. Finally, the intranet site contained an interactive section that allowed
employees to ask questions and, by employing Wiki technology, allowed any employee to
post answers. An Internal Communications Committee made up of members of Human
Resources, Corporate Services, and Business Development was convened to be
responsible for and maintain the intranet site.
A new corporate story
This year, for the first time the annual All-Hands presentation by the CEO featured a
‘‘corporate story,’’ crafted by the Internal Communications Committee. The story supplied a
narrative to illustrate the version of corporate strategy presented in the usual PowerPoint
presentation.
Reinforcing the narrative presented at the All-Hands meeting, a synopsis of the key points
was prepared by the Internal Communications Committee that could be used by department
heads at their quarterly department Town Hall Meetings. The key points included some of the
facts and figures presented at the All-Hands meeting. But significantly, the synopsis also
included variations of the ‘‘corporate story’’ told at the All-Hands meeting. The CEO and
other senior leaders in the company made themselves available to attend the department
Town Hall meetings to retell versions of the ‘‘corporate story.’’
Finally, the Internal Communications Committee authored a monthly column in the corporate
newsletter which highlighted various stories told by employees relevant to the corporate
strategy. The column was written as an interview with various employees in order to get their
stories about the corporation across to the entire company. The interviewees’ stories were
specifically chosen to support the overall ‘‘corporate story.’’
Corporate leaders at this defense contractor hope that conveying the corporate strategy
through narrative will lead to a clearer and more consistent understanding of it by the
employees of this company. The underlying assumption is that a clearer understanding of
the corporate strategy will lead to more effective execution. Evidence being collected
indicates that the employees of this company are better at remembering what they learned
Exhibit 2 Intervention
Corporate history intranet site Repository of corporate history told through stories
All-Hands presentation Presentation of corporate strategy, live, to all hands, via a story
Quarterly town hall meetings Department meetings, prepared bullet points provided to
support All-Hands presentation
Corporate newsletter column Monthly column containing employee stories about the history
and corporate strategy
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from the narrative approach to conveying corporate strategy than what they were taught in
the PowerPoint presentation alone (see Box, ‘‘Strategy? What employees didn’t learn from
the PowerPoint show alone.’’) Final data will be collected at the end of the narrative-based
intervention and will be available in the Spring/Summer of 2010.
Notes
Denning, Stephen. 2001, The Springboard Story: How Storytelling Ignites Action in Knowledge-era
Organizations, Butterworth Heinemann, Boston.
Denning, S. 2004, ‘‘Telling tales’’, Harvard Business Review, Vol. 82, No. 5, pp. 122-129.
Denning, S. 2004, May 24, Storytelling is a Fundamental Skill of Management.
Denning, S. 2005, ‘‘Telling your leadership story’’, Leader to Leader, Vol. 2005, No. 37, pp. 21-25.
Denning, S. 2005, ‘‘Transformational innovation: a journey by narrative’’, Strategy & Leadership, Vol. 33,
No. 3, pp. 11-16.
Denning, S. 2006, ‘‘Effective storytelling: strategic business narrative techniques’’, Strategy &
Leadership, Vol. 34, No. 1, pp. 42-48.
Denning, S. 2006, ‘‘Tell your story: transform your leadership’’, Leadership Excellence, Vol. 23, No. 5,
pp. 16-17.
Denning, S. 2008, ‘‘How leaders can use powerful narratives as change catalysts’’, Strategy &
Leadership, Vol. 36, No. 2, pp. 11-15.
Denning, S. 2008, ‘‘Stories in the workplace’’, HRMagazine, Vol. 53, No. 9, pp. 129-131.
Marzec, Morgan. 2007, ‘‘Telling the corporate story: vision into action’’, Journal of Business Strategy,
Vol. 28, No. 1, pp. 26-36.
Searle, John R. 1995, The Construction of Social Reality, The Free Press, New York.
Corresponding author
Michael Carriger can be contacted at: Michael.carriger@thalescomminc.com
‘‘ There’s a case to be made that corporations need replace their
PowerPoint presentations with a program that includes a
memorable narrative or story that will make strategy
persuasive and memorable – one that will capture hearts and
minds as well as drive strategy. ’’
PAGE 56 jSTRATEGY & LEADERSHIPj VOL. 38 NO. 2 2010
To purchase reprints of this article please e-mail: reprints@emeraldinsight.com
Or visit our web site for further details: www.emeraldinsight.com/reprints
